




Zero-Covid is not a strategy for more lockdowns, it is a strategy to prevent further lockdowns. 

It is a strategy that prioritises public health by putting in place testing and tracing systems, 
extra resources in health care, ensuring workplace safety, protecting those who cannot work 
and the vulnerable and decongesting overcrowded settings such as factories and housing. A 
Zero Covid strategy allows us to get the level of the virus so low that it can be tested, tracked, 
traced, isolated and therefore contained so that there is virtually no community transmission. 
The key is to contain the virus so it can be prevented from spreading so that we can lift 
restrictions and prevent perpetual cycles of lockdown.   

Governments in the North and South of Ireland have made a mess of COVID-19. Their policies 
are a shambles. 

From March until June, people made a huge effort and almost crushed the virus through social 
solidarity and distancing.  On 26th June there were just 4 new cases of COVID-19 in the North 
and 10 in the South. 

But instead of using the lockdown to prepare for the future, the Irish government and the 
Executive gave-in to business interests and reopened the economy before every measure was 
in place to guarantee the safety of workers and communities.  Here is their litany of failure. 

● They refused to implement a coordinated cross-border approach to the pandemic 
which has been detrimental to fighting the virus.  

● They dismantled testing and tracing systems in the South when the virus was at a low 
level, re-deploying staff back to  previous posts and failing to recruit permanent staff to 
our public health teams to build a robust and comprehensive tracking regime. 

● They failed to put in place enough testing capacity and a functioning tracing system in 
the North. 

● They failed to implement effective testing at airports and to clarify guidelines around 
essential travel.   

● They turned a blind eye to infections in meat plants on both sides of the border, 
ignoring pleas from workers and unions. Not a single meat plant owner was fined for 
breaches of safety. 

● They let COVID-19 rip in direct provision centres and refused to let asylum seekers 
out. 

● They dismantled Emergency Homeless Accommodation, who had allowed for social 
distancing and isolation.  

● In the North, they promoted a Tory policy of ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ encouraging huge 
numbers to go to restaurants. A US CDC study from July showed that people were 
twice as likely to test positive for Covid-19 if they had eaten out in the previous two 
weeks. 

● Simultaneously, they pushed a ‘Get back to work’ philosophy, while cutting supports 
like the Pandemic Unemployment Payment in the South  

● North and South, advice from health experts to move more swiftly to reinstate greater 
restrictions were politically snubbed, as was the case in Westminster. 

The result has been a disaster. Derry and Strabane, as of the 11th of October, had a seven-day 
incidence of 960 cases per 100,000 people, one of the highest in the world.  It brings the total 
of new cases for the period to 6,891.Including Derry and Tyrone, there are now 12 counties 
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with a 14-day case incidence of over 200 per 100,000. The virus is spreading rapidly across 
Ireland, only five counties have a 14-day incidence rate of less than 100. 

On the 16th of October, NPHET recommended that the whole country move to level five 
restrictions – noting that hospitalisations were growing faster than the exponential growth 
models that NPHET had been using. Furthermore, they predicted that at the current rate, 
there would be 2,500 cases per day by the end of October.  

For context, it is worth comparing Irish state policies with those of Germany, a country that is 
controlling the spread of the virus far better than Ireland. In Germany, if any region hits an 
incidence of 50 cases per 100,000, a “red alert” is triggered and new restrictions are 
automatically applied at a local level to control the virus before it spills over to other regions. 
This means far less restrictions across Germany as a whole and greater safety for those most 
vulnerable to COVID-19 

WE CANNOT GO ON LIKE THIS 

The “Living With Covid” strategy followed North and South is full of uncertainty. It is a strategy 
without a clear exit point - in practice it is likely to mean a cycle of lockdowns and resurgences 
until an effective vaccine or treatment is available.  

The World Health Organisation have said that lockdowns should not be used as a primary 
means of controlling  the virus - instead they should be used to “reorganize, regroup and 
rebalance”, to more effectively control the spread of infection. 

In Ireland, instead of using restrictions to contain the virus and build up preventative capacity, 
governments have applied them in a blunt and generalised way, at the last possible moment to 
prevent healthcare systems from being over-run.  

Most significantly, they failed to use the last period of lockdown to equip health services to 
operate safely through the pandemic – services that are some of the least equipped in Europe 
to deal with the strain of the pandemic.   

There are just 5.5 ICU beds per 100,000 people on the island – the European average is 11.5  
per 100,000 people. Germany has nearly ten times more ICU beds per head of population than 
Ireland has.  

 In the South, with surge capacity, there were more ICU beds available in April than there are 
today. Rather than keeping extra capacity on hand to deal with potential resurgences of 
Covid-19, they dismantled this capacity to save money and now we are faced with a very 
serious threat as the annual “Winter Crisis” begins to bite.  

There has been a similar failure to apply lessons learned in the wake of the tragedy in Nursing 
Homes during the first wave - already there are signs that the virus is making its way back into 
residential care settings, where there are still major issues with staffing and testing.  

NPHET advice to move to Level 5 restrictions is correct, but with any new restrictions, there 
must be a definite strategy to improve our ability to control this virus in future.  

To ensure that this is the last time this kind of heavy lockdown is utilised, we need an  All Island 
Zero COVID-19 strategy. In the short term this  will necessarily include restrictions because of 
the governments’ abject failures,  but with proper financial support for workers and a massive 
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expansion of testing, tracing, and public health provisions, we can become a Zero Covid island 
and live largely without restrictions in the medium to long term. 

Putting in place a Zero Covid strategy allows us to get the level of the virus so low that it can be 
tested, tracked, traced, isolated and therefore contained so that there is no community 
transmission. Community transmission is when the virus is passed through the community 
people live, work and recreate in but don't know where from exactly. The key is to contain the 
virus so it can be prevented from spreading. This can be achieved by proactively seeking out 
the virus as cases decline, by finding asymptomatic carriers as well as symptomatic individuals 
and ensuring that they isolate themselves, so silent links in the chains of transmission can be 
broken. 

Zero COVID-19 does not mean eradica6on – it means the elimina6on of community 
transmission. Here is how Professor Susan Michie from University College London puts it: 

“I could use the analogy of fires. In Ireland …. there is a zero fire policy, which means we want no 
fires and we take every measure we can to ensure, as much as we can, that there are no fires.  

However, we know fires will occasionally break out and we have systems in place to jump on those 
fires quickly so they do not spread into the awful examples we saw in Australia last year arising 
from large forest fires. That is what eliminaEon and zero-COVID-19 mean.” 
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1. STOP THE SPREAD OF THE VIRUS 
The Southern government discarded NPHET advice to enter Level 5 before being forced to do 
a U-turn. In the North and in Westminster, too, it has emerged that advice to impose 
restrictions was rejected by the DUP and the Tories in particular. Bizarrely, they restricted 
household visits on both sides of the border –  while people were told to keep working and 
socialising in overcrowded settings. This approach indicates that they do not care if you can 
live, as long as you can work and spend. This is putting business profits over people’s health. 

Though the drastic surge in cases has forced the Stormont Executive to implement limited 
restrictions ,the chair of the British Medical Association has said that the restrictions in the 
North are also ‘too little too late.’ 

Moving back to lockdown is a clear signal that the policies of both governments have failed. It is  
not an outcome that anyone relishes, but such restrictions can allow space to eliminate the  
virus. In implementing restrictions, however, it is crucial that financial supports are provided in 
order to protect people and jobs. It is crucial that the mistakes of the first wave of the virus are 
not repeated, especially when it comes to protecting the vulnerable. 

What has been achieved in countries as diverse as Australia, China, New Zealand, Taiwan, 
Thailand and Vietnam is possible here. We can eliminate the virus if we prioritise public health 
and the economic and social support people need, rather than the interests of business 
lobbyists and the super rich.  

People Before Profit calls for: 

● The application of a common set of restrictions and guidelines across the island and 
development of an All Ireland framework for achieving elimination in this period of 
restrictions.  

● The period of restrictions to be used to develop an All Ireland Testing and Tracing 
system, to carry out essential works on schools and  hospitals, to hire new staff and 
resource healthcare systems to be resilient and remain open for non-covid care.   

● Massive expansion of testing and tracing capacity so that public health responses can  
be regionalised and areas lifted out of restrictions as improvements are made – with  
appropriate public health infrastructure in place this could be achieved through a  
system of “Green Zones” (see section 9). 

● Extensive screening for asymptomatic transmission in schools, paying particular 
attention to factors that increase risk in certain schools - average class sizes, quality of 
ventilation, available space etc.   

● The recruitment of more teachers on a permanent, rather than substitute basis - 
reverse pay inequality to assist the recruitment effort. 

● Extra space for classrooms in school and non-school buildings to reduce class sizes to 
safe levels - carry out works to ensure all classrooms are properly ventilated. 

● Extend the midterm break to allow for the implementation of extra safety measures 
and the completion of necessary works.  

● Stop all non-essential commercial activity until community transmission is ended and 
enable workers to walk out of essential workplaces when they are unable to work in a 
safe manner.   

● Given the failure of the Tory government to assist the North, the Southern government  
should create a special solidarity fund to assist the six counties cope with Covid-19.   
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2. BUILD A PERMANENT, PUBLIC TESTING & TRACING 
SYSTEM 
Testing and tracing across the island has been a major weakness in efforts to control the virus 
since the pandemic began.  

In the South tests are still being sent to private German labs because the public system is not 
able to meet increasing demand. Delays in turn around time for test results have been an issue 
since early in the pandemic, because of insufficient test capacity - these delays allow the virus 
to spread further and faster. The reliance on extra private capacity is costly too - a  report to a 
Dáil committee indicated that the marginal cost for tests carried out in  private labs was €140 
each while it cost only €90 in the public system. A mass public testing system could reduce 
these costs further. 

In the North, testing is run by the Public Health Agency, and there have been significant 
problems accessing testing locally at times. People have been offered testing slots in Scotland 
and Liverpool due to  capacity breaches. More worryingly,  the tracing system is not operating 
effectively, as close contacts of  confirmed cases are slipping through the nets of under-
resourced tracing teams.   

Perhaps most significantly, there are two loosely integrated test and trace systems operating 
on the island, instead of a single system - this means dangerous and largely untracked cross-
border transmission, which may explain recent outbreaks in border counties like Cavan and 
Donegal.  

In the South, tracing is only done for the 48 hours prior to onset of symptoms. This means we  
have little reliable data on where people are getting infected. A private recruitment firm, CPL,  
hired contact tracers on zero-hour contracts – until People Before Profit exposed them in the  
Dáil.   

People Before Profit demands economic security for workers: 

● An immediate commitment to double testing capacity to 200,000 tests a week and the  
hiring of permanent staff on decent contracts.   

● Guaranteed access to testing locally so that those with symptoms do not have to travel 
long distances. 

● Roll out of rapid testing in congregated settings, including care homes, student  
accommodation/areas etc. Trinity College and Blackrock College are screening  
students to keep their campuses safe. This should be applied elsewhere. 

● Develop community-based and locally-led Find, Test, Trace, Isolate, Support (FTTIS)  
programmes with expanded local laboratory provision. Hire more public health  
specialists to lead them.   

● Create consultant posts in public health medicine and fill them, in line with the  
demands of public health doctors in the Irish Medical Organisation. 
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3. GUARANTEE ECONOMIC SECURITY FOR WORKERS     
AND THE VULNERABLE 
In the first wave of the pandemic workers in the South got €350 a week in a Pandemic 
Unemployment Payment but this was cut back. Then there was a partial restoration but it did 
not go far enough.  People need the €350 payment for as long as this pandemic lasts. 
Employers who receive the  Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme should also be required to top 
workers’ incomes up to usual levels.  

In the North, the furlough scheme will soon come to an end to be replaced by a more restrictive  
Job Support Scheme which will only pay out if a workplace has to close as a direct consequence  
of COVID-19 restrictions. As a result, less workers will avail of these supports and will only get   

67% of their wages - a one third pay cut. If they become unemployed, they must rely on  
Universal Credit which only kicks in after five weeks.   

Economic insecurity is a key factor driving people back to work – even at the cost of  public 
health.   

People Before Profit believe that economic security and social solidarity are essential 
components of a Zero Covid Strategy. 

We need to: 

● Restore the Pandemic Unemployment Payment to €350 for everyone and increase 
other social  welfare rates to this level as a basic living income.   

● Scrap the five week wait for Universal Credit and lift the benefit cap in the North.    
● Fund the restoration of the Furlough Scheme in the North and make it available to all 

workers. 
● Require employers to top workers’ incomes up to usual levels if they are availing of the 

EWSS or Furlough Scheme.  
● Implement a statutory right to sick pay for all workers - in the public and private sector.  
● Introduce Hazard Pay for all essential workers. 
● Implement the pay rise for health staff being demanded by trade unions in the North.  
● Ban all evictions until elimination of community transmission has been maintained for a  

period for at least 6 months. 
● Freeze rents, mortgages and loan repayments for people and small businesses –  

instruct banks not to charge interest.   
● Address the concerns of specific groups of workers who fell through the cracks during 

the  first wave, in the Taxi, Arts and Entertainment industries.   
● Introduce the provision of free face masks in all public buildings and make their use 

mandatory indoors to protect  workers and the general public. 
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4. INVEST IN OUR HEALTHCARE SYSTEM - MOVE         
TOWARDS AN ALL IRELAND NHS   
Health services North and South exist in a state of almost permanent crisis. There are 
significant shortages of acute hospital beds, unsafe staffing levels and large numbers of unfilled 
vacancies. Before Covid-19, this meant Ireland had the longest waiting lists for inpatient care 
in Europe and some of the highest rates of bed occupancy. In the context of a deadly pandemic, 
under-resourced health systems can spell disaster. 

During the last  lockdown, the government secured emergency hospital capacity by paying   
€115 million a month to private hospitals that are owned by people like  Denis O’ Brien and 
Larry Goodman.  

The problems in healthcare on this island are structural. They are the consequence of years of 
underfunding, cuts and neoliberal management. It is out of the deficiencies of the public 
system that demand for private care arises and profits are made. In the South, private hospitals 
and the private insurance industry are sustained by a heft of tax incentives, direct subsidies 
and state support.   

The pandemic has highlighted the need for a well funded public health service, and 
unprecedented, costly interventions like the Private Hospital Deal and supplementary health 
budgets have shown that transformative change is possible.  

The present moment should be used to integrate and reorganise healthcare into a single-tier 
public system that is equipped to provide care to people based on clinical necessity during and 
after we have eliminated Covid-19.  

People Before Profit want to: 

● Take private hospitals and medical facilities, including ICU beds and ventilators, into  
public ownership instead of paying to rent out capacity - acquired capacity should be 
the first step towards building an All Ireland National Health Service. 

● Provide free access to medical care on an All Ireland, cross-border basis as part of the 
emergency response to Covid-19.  

● Recruit extra nurses and doctors on pre-FEMPI terms – open over 1,100 more acute  
hospital beds as a move towards the IMO recommendation of 5000. 

● Properly resource and staff public health teams at a local level in every area. 
● Give public health doctors the same status as other medical specialists. 
● End the dependency on temporary agency workers - directly recruit Nurses, HCA’s and 

other health service workers. 
● Impose a 10% solidarity tax on Big Pharma to fund a major investment programme for  

our health service.   
● Nationalise nursing homes and bring them back into the public system. 
● Pay student nurses and other student healthcare workers for placement.   
● Ensure proper PPE is available for all front-line staff, temporarily commandeering  

production lines to mass produce it locally if necessary. 

10 People Before Profit - A Road Map to Zero-Covid



5. TARGET MEAT PLANTS, DIRECT PROVISION 
The beef barons who run Ireland’s meat plants have not been tackled over COVID-19.  
Infections have spread from their plants and seeded large outbreaks in the wider community, 
as was seen in Laois, Offaly and Kildare.  

Authorities have done little to prevent the spread of  Covid-19 in direct provision and migrant 
detention centres, where people are still living in multi-occupancy rooms. The case of the 
Skellig Star shows the danger and inhumanity of this approach.  

Nor have they taken measures to protect other vulnerable groups who live  in overcrowded 
conditions, such as Travellers and Homeless people.   

People Before Profit demands: 

● Serial testing of workers in meat plants, healthcare settings and other areas of  
increased occupational hazard.   

● Force bosses to give every worker a sick pay scheme so they are not forced to come to  
work when sick.   

● Close direct provision centres – give an amnesty to asylum seekers and provide own 
door accommodation.   

● Water, sanitation facilities and electricity for all Halting sites. Caravans and other 
shelter should be provided to reduce overcrowding in Traveller accommodation. This 
should include isolation facilities.   

● Desegregate Emergency Homeless Accommodation – use compulsory purchase  
powers to provide safe, own-door accommodation for homeless families.   

● Increase funding for Inclusion Health Teams working with vulnerable groups.   
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6. PUT PUBLIC HEALTH NEEDS BEFORE PRIVATE 
PROFIT 
Ireland is one of the major global centres for the pharmaceutical and medical devices industry. 
Companies like Johnson & Johnson have 27 Irish subsidiaries and they use the country as a tax 
haven. This company is now one of the global leaders in developing a vaccine for COVID-19. 
Similarly, one of the main manufacturers of ventilators is Medtronic, with a factory in Galway. 
One of the manufacturers of testing equipment, Randox Laboratories, is based in Northern 
Ireland. 

People Before Profit want to: 

● Make the big corporations provide vaccines for the population at cost – once they have 
passed through clinical trials and regulatory approval. 

● End commercial secrecy and ‘intellectual property rights’. Declare a health emergency 
and enable others to access the formula for vaccines or therapeutics, in accordance 
with the WTO Doha Declaration. 

● Ensure that our hospitals have enough ventilators by demanding that manufacturers 
provide them, taking production into public ownership if necessary 

● Invest to retool industries capable of producing Personal Protective Equipment and 
other useful goods 

● Redeploy construction workers from large developers, to do essential works on 
schools, healthcare facilities and other public projects related to the national 
COVID-19 response.  

7. TRANSPARENCY AND PUBLIC HEALTH EDUCATION 
Levels of trust in both governments have declined because they are beholden to business. 
Mixed, contradictory messaging adds to distrust and cynicism. We need to rebuild trust –this is 
not done through fines on individuals. We need transparency and public advocacy of science 
and education. 

People Before Profit calls for 

● Public health scientific advice to be published in real time with accessible commentary 
on limitations of evidence and inherent uncertainties.  

● Introduction of a system  where COVID-19 hotspots in local areas are published. New 
Zealand does this to encourage changes in behaviour and restrictions of movement. 

● Treble the budget for the Health and Safety Authority so it can carry out more 
inspections. 

● Drop the policy of fines for people who visit each other houses – implement proper 
public education instead. 

● Make mask wearing in all indoor public buildings mandatory – encourage greater use 
outdoors. Educate the public about their effective use and purpose. As above, provide 
these masks for free for the public. 
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8. CLOSE THE AIRPORTS FOR NON-ESSENTIAL 
TRAVEL  
Airplanes and airports are unsafe, and travel should only be undertaken when absolutely 
necessary. We need to use our advantage of being an island but currently, 7,000 people fly into 
the Republic of Ireland every day, without effective follow up to ensure quarantining.  

We should: 

● Offer testing and state provided quarantine facilities for those travelling into the 
country.  

● Use smart monitoring devices to give people the option to quarantine at home or in a 
place of their choosing. 

● Test those who are quarantining while they are in situ – examine how testing could be 
used to allow shorter periods of quarantine. 

9. CREATE GREEN ZONES TO OPEN SOCIETY 
If we implement these policies, we can have hope. Crowds of people are gathering in New 
Zealand, China and parts of Australia again to watch live music and sports. On 18th of October, 
47,000 people gathered to watch the All Blacks play Australia in the Bledisloe Cup in Eden 
Park stadium. Eliminating the virus will give us more freedom to live. 

We can beat back the virus together if we embrace a Zero COVID-19 strategy, but not every 
area will crush COVID-19 at the same time. To bring people behind the drive to elimination, we 
can introduce a localized system of Green, Orange and Red Zones to reopen society where it is 
safest, first. This. should be a county-based system. The current system of county-based 
restrictions involves far too much spillover between counties, as so many people live in one 
county and work another. Zones should be based on how people move around on a daily basis. 
For example, Dublin and its commuter belt would be one zone, Galway City and the 
surrounding area would be another, and so on. 

People Before Profit supports: 

● Green zones of limited restrictions to be created in areas that have crushed community 
transmission. Red zones are areas with most restrictions and transmission, orange 
zones are those that border Red Zones and those with rising infection rates. 

● Allow Green zones to re-embark on normal activity – with no restrictions except on 
movement to non-green areas 

● Restrict non-essential travel to these green zones from areas where COVID-19 levels 
are still high. 

● As other areas crush the virus, add them to the Green Zones. 
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